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R I N G S  O F  P O W E R
IN
P L A T O  A N D  T O L K I E N
R O B E R T  E . M O R SE
" I  h a v e  t r i e d ,  t o  m o d e rn iz e  th e  m y th s  a n d  m ake th em  
c r e d i b l e . "  T h e s e  a r e  th e  w o rd s  o f  J .R .R . T o lk ie n , a u th o r  
o f  L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s . T o a c c o m p lis h  t h i s  p u r p o s e , T o lk ie n  
d re w  u p o n  a  l i f e t i m e  o f  s tu d y  r i c h  i n  th e  s u b s ta n c e  o f  O ld  
N o rse  a n d  G e rm a n ic  m y th , a s  w e l l  a s  th e  g e n e r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  
o f  E u ro p e a n  f o l k - l o r e .  T he f a c t  t h a t  th e  E ld e r  E d d a  a n d  
N ib e lu n g e n lie d  b o th  c o n ta in  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  r i n g s  w ith  g r e a t  
  p o w e r t h a t  a r e  c u r s e d  a n d  th e  b a n e  o f  t h e i r  p o s s e s s o r  h a s  
l e d  m any to  s to p  lo o k in g  b e y o n d  th e s e  w o rk s  f o r  th e  s o u rc e s  
i n f l u e n c in g  T o lk ie n . T o b e  s u re , t h e r e  a r e  p a r a l l e l s ,  b u t  
th e s e  r i n g s  d o  n o t  m ake th e  w e a re r  i n v i s i b l e .  C la s s ic a l  
M y th o lo g y  d o e s  c o n ta in  a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  a  r i n g  o f  p o w e r t h a t  
r e n d e r s  i t s  w e a r e r  i n v i s i b l e .
P la to  (T h e  R e p u b lic  B k . l l )  a n d  C ic e r o  (D e Q f f ic i i s  
1 1 1 .9 )  b o th  t e l l  th e  s t o r y  o f  Q yges a  L y d ia n  s h e p h e rd . 
A c c o rd in g  to  C ic e r o , g r e a t  r a i n s  c a u s e d  th e  e a r t h  to  r e v e a l  
g r e a t  f i s s u r e s  l a r g e  e n o u g h  f o r  a  m an to  e n t e r .  Q yges 
e n te r e d  o n e  o f  t h e s e ,  a n d  d e s c e n d in g  i n t o  th e  e a r t h ,  h e  
b e g a n  to  lo o k  a ro u n d . He saw  a  b ro n z e n  h o r s e  w ith  d o o rs  i n  
i t s  s i d e s .  C u r io u s , G yges in v e s t i g a t e d  a n d  d is c o v e r e d  i t  
w as a  c a s k e t  c o n ta in in g  th e  re m a in s  o f  a n  u n u s u a l ly  la r g e  
man* G y g es w as a t t r a c t e d  b y  a  r i n g  o n  th e  f i n g e r  o f  th e  
c o rp s e  w h ic h  h e  to o k  w ith  h im  u p o n  l e a v in g .  L a t e r ,  G yges 
w e n t t o  a  g a th e r in g  o f  s h e p h e r d s . T h e r e , w h ile  ' to y in g  w ith  
th e  r i n g ,  h e  tu r n e d  th e  b e z e l  to  th e  i n s i d e  o f  h i s  h a n d  a n d  
v a n is h e d . W hen h e  tu r n e d  th e  b e z e l  b a c k  a g a i n ,  h e  c o u ld  b e  
s e e n . He u s e d  th e  a d v a n ta g e  g iv e n  h im  b y  th e  r i n g  to  h arm  
o th e r s .  F i n a l l y ,  h e  w as a b le  to  s e d u c e  th e  k i n g 's  w if e , 
k i l l  th e  k in g  h im s e l f ,  a n d  re m o v e  a l l  w ho s to o d  in  h i s  w ay 
u n t i l  h e  b e ca m e  th e  m a s te r  o f  th e  s h e p h e r d s . N o r w as a n y ­
o n e  a b le  t o  d e t e c t  h im  i n  h i s  c r im e s .
C ic e r o  h a s  g iv e n  th e  b a s ic  f a c t s  i n  b r i e f .  B u t, i f  we 
tu r n  to  P l a t o 's  a c c o u n t , th e r e  see m s to  b e  a d d i t i o n a l  p e r t i ­
n e n t in f o r m a tio n . P l a to  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  " i t  w as th e  c u sto m  
o f  th e  s h e p h e rd s  to  h o ld  m o n th ly  m e e tin g s  a n d  Gy g e s , a s  h e  
s a t ,  h a p p e n e d  t o  t u r n  th e  r i n g  to  th e  i n s i d e  o f  h i s  h a n d . 
W hen h e  b ecam e i n v i s i b l e  to  th e  g ro u p  w h ic h  s p o k e  o f  h im  a s  
i f  h e  h a d  l e f t  th e  p l a c e . "  P la to  c o n t in u e s  t o  e m p h a s iz e  
G yges t e s t e d  th e  r i n g  t o  b e  s u r e  i t  h a d  th e  p o w e r o f  c o n v e y ­
in g  i n v i s i b i l i t y .
I n  th e  N ib e lu n g e n lie d  th e  p o w e r o f  th e  r i n g  i s  know n b e ­
f o r e  i t  i s  ta k e n  f ro m  A lb e r ic h . B u t B i lb o ,  l i k e  G y g e s, 
s e e m in g ly  d is c o v e r e d  th e  r i n g  b y  a c c id e n t ;  a l s o ,  h e  w as u n ­
a w a re  o f  i t s  p o w e rs . W hen G o llu m  a t t a c k s  h im , th e  f l e e i n g  
B ilb o  h e a r s :
"T he h i s s  w as c lo s e  b e h in d . . . .  i n  a  m om ent 
G o llu m  w as o n  h im . B u t, b e f o r e  B ilb o  c o u ld  
d o  a n y th in g , r e c o v e r  h i s  b r e a t h . . . o r  w ave 
h i s  s w o rd , G o llu m  p a s s e d  b y  ta k in g  n o  n o t ic e  
o f  h i m . . . .  w h a t c o u ld  i t  m ean ?" ( H o b b i t t  p .9 ^ )
B ilb o  w as n o t  lo n g  i n  d is c o v e r in g  th e  a n s w e r . F o llo w in g  
G o llu m  h e  l i s t e n s  t o  c r e a t u r e 's  t a l k  a n d  b e g in s  t o  th in k  h e  
h a s  fo u n d  a  m a g ic  r i n g  t h a t  m ade h im  i n v i s i b l e .  "He h a d  
h e a r d  o f  s u c h  th in g s  i n  o ld ,  o ld  t a l e s ;  b u t  i t  w as h a r d  to  
b e l ie v e  h e  h a d  fo u n d  o n e , b y  a c c id e n t ."  ( H o b b it t  p . 96)
N or i s  th e  a c c i d e n t a l  n a tu r e  o f  th e  r i n g 's  d is c o v e r y  th e  
o n ly  p a r a l l e l .  N e i th e r  B ilb o  n o r  Gy g e s  r e a l i z e d  t h a t  th e  
r i n g  h a d  a  c o r r u p t i n g  in f l u e n c e ,  a t  f i r s t  a n y w a y . B u t, i t  
w as p r e c i s e l y  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  i n f l u e n c e  w h ic h ; 
c a u s e d  P la to  th r o u g h  th e  c h a r a c te r  G la u c o n  to  t e l l  Gyg e s  
s t o r y .  
" . . . i f  we w e re  t o  im a g in e  th e  f o llo w in g  s i t u a t i o n ;  
l e t  u s  g r a n t  t o  b o th  th e  j u s t  a n d  u n j u s t  m an to
d o  w h a te v e r  h e  w is h e s ........... we w i l l  c a t c h  th e
j u s t  man d o in g  a s  th e  u n ju s t  th ro u g h  s e l f - s e e k i n g . "
G la u c o n  w as p r e s e n t i n g  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  n o  o n e  w o u ld  b e  a b le  
t o  r e s i s t  u s in g  th e  p o w e r th e  r i n g  c o n v e y e d  t o  h i s  ow n s e l f ­
i s h  a d v a n ta g e . T h is  w a s  th e  e f f e c t  o n  G yges a n d  G o llu m .
T h e  c l a s s i c a l  s o u r c e s  n o t  o n ly  em body th e  c o r r o s iv e  p o w e r 
T o l k ie n 's  r i n g  p o s s e s s e s ,  b u t  th e y  a ls o  r e v e a l  a  c o n te x t  i n  
w h ic h  th e  r i n g  i s  u t i l i z e d  t o  d e m o n s tra te  a  t r u t h .
I n  f a c t ,  w hen we t u r n  f ro m  th e  H o b b it t o  th e  L o rd  o f  
th e  R in g s , we f i n d  G a n d a l f 's  a c c o u n t o f  th e  r i n g 's  h i s t o r y  
i s  v e r y  c lo s e  to  G y g e s ' e x p e r ie n c e . F i r s t  i t  i s  f o u n d  in  
th e  m ud a n d  com es i n t o  G o llu m 's  (S m e a g o l) p o s s e s s io n  f ro m  a  
d e a d  p e r s o n . I t  i n f l u e n c e s  G o llu m 's  e m o tio n s  b y  in f l a m in g  
h i s  s e l f i s h  d e s i r e s  t o  th e  p o i n t  t h a t  h e  c o m m its  m u rd e r . 
L a te r  h e  c o n tin u e s  t o  u s e  h i s  p o w e r f o r  p e r s o n a l  g a in  a n d  
e v i l  e n d s . N or i s  a n y o n e  e l s e  a w a re  o f  th e  p o w e r o f  th e  
r i n g .  I n  f a c t ,  n o  o n e  k n o w s h e  h a s  i t .  T h e p e r t i n e n t  s e c ­
t i o n s  a r e  in  th e  F e llo w s h ip  o f  th e  R in g :
"A nd b e h o ld  w hen h e  w a sh e d  th e  mud a w ay , h e r e  i n  
h i s  h a n d  w as a  b e a u t i f u l  g o ld e n  r i n g . . . .  "G iv e  
u s  t h a t  D e a g o l.. . "  ( s a i d  S m e a g o l) "W hy?"
"B e c a u se  I  w a n ts  i t , "  s a i d  S m e a g o l. " I  d o n 't  c a r e , "  
s a id  D e a g o l, " I ’ m g o in g  to  k e e p  i t . "  "O h y o u  
a r e . . . "  s a id  S m e a g o l a n d  h e  c a u g h t h im  b y  th e  
t h r o a t  a n d  s t r a n g l e d  h i m . . . .  No o n e  e v e r  fo u n d  
o u t  w h a t b ecam e o f  D e a g o l; . . . .  S m eag o l r e t u r n e d  
a lo n e ;  a n d  h e  f o u n d  n o n e  o f  h i s  f a m ily  c o u ld  s e e  
h im  w hen h e  w as w e a r in g  th e  r i n g .  He w as v e r y  
p le a s e d  w ith  h i s  d i s c o v e r y ,  a n d  h e  c o n c e a le d  i t ;  
a n d  h e  u s e d  i t  t o  f i n d  o u t  s e c r e t s ,  a n d  h e  p u t  h i s  
k n o w le d g e  to  c ro o k e d  a n d  m a lic io u s  u s e s ."  ( p .8 9 —8 5 )
I t  w as t h i s  m a lic io u s  e f f e c t  w h ic h  th e  p o s s e s s io n  o f  th e  
r i n g  w i l l  p ro d u c e  w i th in  i t s  b e a r e r  t h a t  i s  th e  m o s t s t r i k ­
i n g  a s p e c t  o f  th e  r i n g  i n  b o th  a c c o u n ts , a n d  t h a t  b e a r s  th e  
g r e a t e s t  e m p h a s is  i n  b o th  a u th o r s .
T h e  w o rld  o f  T o l k i e n 's  r i n g  i s  one in  w h ic h  e v i l  I s  ra m ­
p a n t .  I t  r e c a l l s  B i b l i c a l  p ro p h e c y  w hen m an h a s  tu r n e d  h i s  
w ay fro m  G od; s o , G od h id e s  h i s  f a c e  fro m  m an. I n  th e  w o rd s  
o f  I s a i a h  we w i l l  c a l l  f o r  j u s t i c e ,  b u t th e r e  i s  n o n e . T he 
d e s i r e  t o  d o m in a te  o th e r s  s te m m in g  fro m  w h a te v e r  s e l f i s h  
n e e d s  i s  th e  b a s ic  f o u n d a t io n  o f  e v i l  i n  T o lk ie n . W hen we 
c o n s id e r  i n  c o n te x t ,  we f i n d  i t  i s  o n ly  o n e  e le m e n t i n  a n  
e x te n d e d  d is c u s s io n  on  s e l f i s h n e s s .  I t  i s  th e  c o n te x t  w h ic h  
fo rm s  o n e  o f  th e  c l o s e s t  p a r a l l e l s  b e tw e e n  th e  s o u r c e s .  We 
s h o u ld  rem em b er t h a t  Q y g es a n d  G o llu m  r e p r e s e n t  e x p o n e n ts  o f  
th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  m ig h t m a k e s  r i g h t  a n d  j u s t i c e  i s  s im p le  
e x p e d ie n c y . T he th e m a tic  p a r a l l e l  i s  u n m is ta k e a b le .
T o lk ie n  h a s  tr a n s f o r m e d  a  r i n g  o f  p o w er i n t o  th e  R in g  o f  
D oom , a  p o te n t  ta l is m a n  i n  th e  s t r u g g le  b e tw e e n  g o o d  a n d  
e v i l .  He d o e s  n o t  w is h  t o  f o r g e  a  new  r i n g  fro m  v i r g i n  
m e ta l  a s  Mime i s  f o r c e d  t o  d o ; h e  n e e d s  a  r i n g  w ith  a  h i s ­
t o r y ,  a n d  h e  know s o f  m any f ro m  o ld ,  o ld  t a l e s .  He h a s  
s e i z e d  a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  b le n d in g  d iv e r s e  s o u r c e s  i n t o  a  
new  a n d  v i t a l  w h o le . F o r  i n  t h i s  w ay h e  w i l l  b e  a b le  t o  ta p  
th o s e  l a t e n t  f o r c e s  w h ic h - a r e . n e e d e d  to  b r in g  h i s  m y th  to  
l i f e  a n d  m ake i t  c r e d i b l e .  T h e  r i n g  o f  p o w er p r e s e n te d  in  
P l a to  b e co m es T o l k ie n 's  R u lin g  R in g .
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